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PROLOGUE

 


The lady’s two-story house ranks as ancient,
so it’s no surprise the pine floorboards creak. But do I detect a
certain rhythm...as in footsteps? Hope I didn’t make too much noise
going through her dirty laundry.

I lean back on the blood red living room sofa
and hold my breath to listen. A grandfather clock tick-tocks in the
foyer. The oil-burning basement heater pops and rumbles. And yes,
there...bare or stocking feet pad quickly toward me down the hall.
My heart rate ratchets up to match the hurried
footfalls.

I stuff the DVD under my laptop and work hard
to put on my three-o’clock-in-the-morning, full-boat Austin Carr
grin. Not exactly a simple trick. And definitely not sincere. I
mean, how am I supposed to be calm and forthright when this DVD
suggests last night’s love interest may not be the innocent beauty
I imagined? In truth, the lady headed this way could be a
killer.

Clever of me to wake her up.

I don’t mention her name because...well,
gentlemen do not identify their secret lovers, not even by pet
handles. And seeing her march out of the murky hall into the living
area’s yellowish lamplight strongly suggests the need for a new
nickname anyway.

I gasp. Oh, my. And oops. Oh, my
because she’s wearing nothing but white athletic socks. And
oops because she’s using both hands and all ten red-nailed
fingers to grasp a pump-action, single-barrel shotgun.

“You found the DVD, didn’t you?” Ms. Shotgun
says.

“DVD?” If it wasn’t for rhyming consonants,
I’d be pretty much speechless. My gaze is tightly focused on her
bare breasts and that shotgun in the same close-up. Visually and
emotionally, it’s a lot to absorb.

“I know you found it,” she says. “Wrapped in
my black beach dress.”

My lips move without sound. I suppose my
throat might be choked with fear, but I’d rather think I’m
distracted by the long curve of Ms. Shotgun’s hip, the loose weight
of her breasts swinging below the carved gun stock.

Watch me get a boner.

“I just checked the bathroom,” Ms. Shotgun
says. “You rifled the hamper, found the black dress. I know you
have my DVD.”

I try taking a deep breath. On tough stock and
bond clients, this often works as a show of calm sincerity. “I
swear I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

She racks a shell into the firing
chamber.

Maybe my pledge of innocence lacked
conviction.

I lift the laptop and offer her the DVD. My
heart ticks to an even quicker time. My ego slips a notch. Time
was, the full-boat Carr grin and a reasonable lie got me through
bumpy spots with naked women.

“Play it,” she says. “We’ll solve the murder
together.”

I slide the disk into the Mac and wonder if
I’m really going to view what the Branchtown Sun calls the
“MISSING HOTEL MURDER VIDEO.”

The DVD’s first images show a thirtyish woman
primping her hair before a gilded oval mirror.

“Don’t you want to fast-forward?” Ms. Shotgun
says. “Get right to the choking and burning?”

On screen, the victim cracks open her hotel
room door. My jaw drops as Ms. Shotgun’s digital image rushes
inside, pushing right through the startled hotel guest and knocking
her flat on the carpet.

I turn from the laptop. “So it was
you.”

Ms. Shotgun raises the pump-action level with
my nose.

And I thought my future looked shitty
last month.

 


 



 


 


ONE

One Month Earlier...

 


The big thing about my pal Walter Osgood,
Shore Securities’ biggest producer, he’s like a kid when it comes
to his feelings. He just can’t hide them. So when I walk into
Luis’s Mexican Grill, see Walter at the bar and notice his every
other breath is a sigh, that he’s clutching his Grey Goose like a
soldier headed for war, I know Walter’s worried about seeing me.
He’s got news I’m not going to like.

Great. A fitting end to a wonderful week. I’ve
been taking it hard in the wallet, even harder in the shorts these
past few days, ever since Monday morning’s appointment with the New
York urologist.

The name’s Austin Carr, by the way. Since my
Series Seven stockbroker’s license is temporarily suspended,
instead of Senior Financial Consultant, the slick expensive
business cards in my wallet say I’m a Special Management Adviser to
Shore Securities, Inc., Members of the American Association of
Securities Dealers. In truth, I am really just a salesman—like
Walter—and I work for myself. Straight commission.

If we don’t sell, we don’t eat.

I slide next to Walter at Luis’s horseshoe bar
and touch the slick Gucci material covering my buddy’s shoulder.
“What the heck’s bothering you?”

Another sigh from Shore Securities’ number one
producer of commission dollars. A bit girlish if you ask me. Maybe
I’ve been living in Central New Jersey too long, but I find myself
fighting an urge to smack him.

A lot of us stockbrokers call ourselves
investment counselors, or if we have a license to sell insurance,
too, financial planners. We like to wear two thousand dollar suits,
carry leather briefcases and think of ourselves as professionals,
like doctors and lawyers. But really we’re more like car
salesmen.

“You worried about the business?” I say to
Walter. “We’ll be okay without Mr. Vic. Carmela and I can take care
of his accounts, keep the numbers coming.”

Walter and I agreed to meet here after work,
tune up before Mr. Vic’s Friday night dockside farewell party in
Atlantic Highlands. Shore’s boss, Vic Bonacelli, Mr. Vic, sails
with his family tomorrow for Tuscany. Only his daughter Carmela
refused to go. She’s staying behind to help me run
Shore.

“Carmela’s like her old man,” I say. “Slick on
the phone.”

Walter shakes his head.

I like to ruminate over the shortcomings of my
profession with double margaritas and a positive setting: Luis’s
Mexican Grill on Broad Street in Branchtown. The decor reminds me
of home, the east side of Los Angeles, and Luis, the
owner-slash-bartender, is mi amigo.

“Shore’s a dead puppy without Vic,” Walter
says. “You know it better than I do.”

My jaw stiffens. “Whoa, Walter. Things aren’t
that bad. A couple of lousy months.”

“Shore’s toast,” he says.

I lean forward, make him look directly at me.
I need to see those expressive blue eyes. If Walter really believes
Shore isn’t going to survive, then I can easily guess the nature of
tonight’s bad news.

“You’re leaving?” I say.

Walter nods.

Shit. “Today was your last day?”

He nods again, then bumps his shoulder against
mine. “You know how this shitty business is,” he says. “Two minutes
after I’m gone, the back office is passing out my account records
and my old best friends start calling my clients, tell them I have
AIDS and I raped my twelve-year-old babysitter.”

Luis’s Mexican Grill is Friday-night packed,
loud and oblivious. Walter still has his voice set on
whisper.

“By leaving on Friday,” he says, “I’ve got a
weekend to prepare my clients for your assault.”

Except for math, science, history and
geography, Walter’s no dummy. Guaranteed he’s been tenderizing his
good clients about this move for weeks.

“You’re an owner, Walter. You have a piece of
Shore. Why would you throw that away after only a few bad
months?”

When he shakes his head this time, not a hair
moves. Walter Osgood pays a hundred bucks per styling. “Shore has
lost money every month since you and I bought in,” he says. “With
Vic leaving town, this AASD investigation, Sunny and Doppler taking
a walk, well...the red numbers can only get worse. I’m
bailing.”

Sunny was a complainer and Doppler spent his
days distressed over potential bad weather. They’ve had a piss-poor
attitude since Mr. Vic sold me, Carmela’s fiancée Tom Ragsdale and
Walter half of Shore’s stock. Then business got worse and the
American Association of Securities Dealers surprised us with an
audit. The combination must have been too much Sunny and
Doppler.

“Are you worried about this AASD
investigation?” I say. “Is that why you’re leaving?”

“No,” Walter says. “I’m leaving because Jaffy
Ritter Clark is handing me a check for four hundred fifty thousand
dollars when I show up for work Monday. But if I were you, I’d
worry what that AASD cutie might dig up on Shore Securities’
marketing practices. Remember that St. Louis bond default last
year? Mr. Vic’s sales contest to pump it before the
default?”

I turn Walter’s shoulder, make him look at me
again. “You’re leaving me and Vic pretty much dead in the water,
Walter. Without your numbers, we are in trouble. Can’t you
give it another six months?”

Walter’s pale, blue eyes turn cold. “What’s
going to change?”

 


 



 


 


TWO

 


It’s bad, bad news for my kids’ future that
Walter Osgood is leaving Shore. Walter is our ace, having earned
over nine hundred thousand in gross commissions last year. The firm
is definitely going to teeter without Walter. And therefore so is
my dream of building a college nest egg for Beth and
Ryan.

After promising Walter I’ll keep my mouth shut
until Monday, hugging him goodbye, I ignore the urge to
self-medicate right there at Luis’s Mexican Grill and drive instead
to Mr. Vic’s party in Atlantic Highlands. I owe the boss at least
an appearance. And with all Mr. Vic’s single cousins and nieces
there drinking like fish, there’s a decent chance I’ll get
lucky.

Of course, it crosses my mind I’d be helping
my own business interests if I tell Vic about Walter leaving, bring
in the guys on Saturday to work Walter’s accounts. But it’s only a
fleeting thought. Walter is a close friend.

I park, walk straight inside the bayside
restaurant bar and bubbly flow of the Bonacelli clan and Shore
Securities employees. At the bar, I order another
martini.

A disk jockey’s thumping disco to an overflow
dance floor. Half the dancers are women bobbing and weaving with
other women. I’d like my odds of taking one to bed later if it
wasn’t for the black storm clouds hurtling down from the north.
Through long windows behind the bar, I watch lightning flash the
sky over Manhattan, and I can’t help wondering how big a storm
Walter leaving the firm will cause.

The world engineers me a tempest.

When I’ve sipped my overflow glass of gin and
vermouth down to transportable levels, I join the crowd of familiar
faces. Another Shore broker, Bobby Gee, and I admire the size of
Mr. Vic’s family and the widespread Bonacelli characteristic of
large breasts. Particularly among the women.

Someone grabs my shoulder. It’s Vittorio “Mr.
Vic” Bonacelli himself, sole founder of Shore Securities. Thanks to
this winter’s deal that brought me, Carmela’s now-separated husband
Rags and Walter into the fold as partners, Mr. Vic’s current
ownership is down to forty-nine percent.

But Mr. Vic is our beloved leader. He’d be the
boss if that number was two percent.

“We need to talk,” he says.

Mr. Vic drags me to a quiet eddy in the flow
of music and people.

“I want you to look out for Carmela while I’m
gone,” Vic says. “I don’t want her going back to Rags.”

One and a half see-throughs have tuned me up
enough to tell Mr. Vic exactly how I feel. I have plenty to do
around Shore Securities without watching over his butter-face
daughter.

“Isn’t taking care of Carmela one of Carmela’s
jobs now, boss? Didn’t I just write her a big check for college
graduation?”

Great figure, Carmela. In fact, everything
about her is sexy. Everything BUT HER FACE. Butter face. Oh, hell,
that’s a mean joke.

“You call fifty bucks a big check?” Vic
says.

Hey, fifty dollars was all I could afford, and
I think generous considering my current financial prospects. I
mean, I was barely back on my feet when I had to fork over a down
payment on Vic’s darn stock.

“Make sure you see Carmela every day,” Vic
says. “She says she’s going ahead with the divorce, but she’s still
nutty about him. If Rags comes back, goes ape-shit again...or you
see Carmela with one puffy lip, you call my friend Tony. He knows
what to do.”

Except when he’s behind the wheel of his
Jaguar, the recently married-and-quickly-separated Rags—my former
sales manager—is a pussycat. Crazy, yes. But not the hand-to-hand
combat type. We’ll never see him again.

“And oh, yeah,” Vic says, “I told my mother to
call you if she gets in any predicaments.”

Now there’s a problemo. “Mama Bones”
Bonacelli, among other nefarious enterprises, runs a chain of free
senior-citizen exercise clubs as a front for her betting
operations. For entertainment, she practices voodoo and shamanism.
With Mama Bones, a predicament could easily involve the FBI, peyote
buttons or flesh-eating zombies.

“No whining about Mama,” Mr. Vic
says.

I must have groaned out loud.

“You owe me big time for keeping you on a
personal services contract until your AASD suspension is over,” Mr.
Vic says. “And I’m letting you finish buying shares in the business
out of your end of Shore’s profits so you can finally start
building something for your kids.”

I sigh and check the shine on my Florsheims.
“You’re right, Mr. Vic. I’ll keep an eye on Carmela. Mama Bones,
too.”

“Thanks.” Mr. Vic clasps my hand. I feel a wad
of paper pressed against my palm, and like a slick head waiter
collecting his cash duke, I snag the paper from Vic’s hand in one
smooth motion.

Later, when I’m alone, I see Vic’s handout is
a torn sheet of yellow notebook paper. The name Tony Farascio and a
phone number are penciled in block letters. The seven-one-eight
prefix tells me this Tony guy resides in Brooklyn.

Wonder should I read anything into that? Vic’s
emergency muscle comes from big time mob country?

No way.

 


 



 


 


THREE

 


It’s a mournful, no-more-Walter Monday. The
late winter storm that blew in Friday became a nasty northeaster
Saturday, and the storm still howls wet pellets of ice and
occasional snowflakes sixty hours later. Only our nickname for
Shore’s newest rookie salesman—Dominic Defino (rhymes with albino)
offers our bullpen any relief from a mirthless world.

Wonder what these simultaneous telephone
callers want?

Damn Defino.

Carmela informs me Mama Bones Bonacelli is on
line one, some kind of confrontation with the Branchtown police.
Oh, boy. Line two is that tight-assed cutie from the American
Association of Securities Dealers, Ann Marie Talbot. Kind of a
pretty-but-repressed schoolmarm type, Ann Marie wants to update me
on her regulatory audit.

I’d like to update her audit.

I flip a coin to see who gets first crack at
me. The nickel’s in my hand but I don’t look. My eyes drift to the
empty desk where Walter sat for seven years. I smile remembering
the time we sent phone sex into our new manager’s first sales
meeting.

“Hi, Mama Bones. What’s up?”

“’Allo, Austin. I need-a your
help.”

Mr. Vic’s mom, Angelina Bonacelli, has lived
in Branchtown, New Jersey, sixty-three of her sixty-eight years,
but she still speaks English as if she’d heard our language for the
first time last week. She does this on purpose, I’ve decided, to
make herself sound helpless when in truth the woman is tougher than
week-old tomato pie.

I tuck the phone between my ear and shoulder,
plop down in Mr. Vic’s padded swivel chair overlooking Shore
Securities’ sales floor. “What’s the matter, Mama Bones. One of
your zombies bite a cop?”

“Up yours,” she says. “My boy Vittorio says I
should call you if I need help. And I need your help. I’m under the
arrest.”

Sounds like she needs a lawyer, not a
stockbroker. “Under arrest? You’re at the police
station?”

“I’m home now, but the policeman is here to
take me there. He says I cheated on the bingo game.”

“Bingo game?”

“At the church. You know. I go every Sunday
night. The policeman says the game is fixed, that I gotta go to
jail. Can you believe such a thing about Mama Bones?”

“Austin?” It’s Carmela, tugging on my sleeve.
“Ms. Talbot said to tell you she’s finished the audit and that
she’s leaving town. She needs to talk to you immediately. And Bobby
Gee says you have to speak with one of Vic’s clients.”

Screw Talbot, the AASD, Vic’s client and Bobby
Gee. Bingo, huh? I’m really curious about this. The world of chance
is Mama Bones’ oyster, and if there’s a way to cheat at bingo,
she’s the one to have figured it out. His mother put Vic through
four years at Rutgers playing the ponies.

“Can I talk to the policeman, Mama Bones?
Maybe I can straighten this out.”

“Sure, smarty pants. That’s why I called.
Here. It’s your friend, Jimmy Mallory.”

I should have known. Branchtown Detective
James Mallory and I coached our sons at T-ball together, and last
year renewed our acquaintance when I got mixed up with a bad crowd,
got my stockbroker’s license suspended.

“Vic’s mom is not under arrest,” Mallory says
on the phone. “I can’t make her understand. She has to come to the
station with me, answer the charges, is all. Sign a paper, then she
can go.”

“What charges?”

“Like she said, fixing the bingo game.
Misdemeanor fraud for now. She answers the charges, we
investigate.”

“Jim, how the hell do you cheat at
bingo?”

“Arrange with the priest to draw certain
numbers, split the pot with him.”

Wow. I’ve heard Mama Bones can work you
over better than the Notre Dame offensive line, but this
manipulation truly ranks as awesome. She probably convinced the
priest he was doing God’s work, keeping half for the
church.

 


 


“Ann Marie Talbot here.”

“Austin Carr returning your call, Ms. Talbot.
Carmela tells me you’ve finished your audit.”

“Yes, and I have bad news.”

“You’re coming again next month?”

“No reason to be rude, Mr. Carr. Frankly, it’s
the kind of thing you don’t need right now.”

Ms. Schoolmarm’s cute looking. But the tone of
her voice riles the back of my neck. The pitch grates my ass.
“Why’s that?”

“Our audit turned up three different instances
where your clients’ cash balances were used to reduce your
overnight broker loan. The money was only co-mingled for a day,
possibly because your bank failed to follow instructions, but it’s
still co-mingling.”

The lights of Shore’s big sales room grow dim.
I begin to breathe through my mouth. Co-mingling is an ugly word in
the securities business. If the charge sticks, and the AASD holds
one of their nasty, hero-AASD-saves-the-world-from-crooks press
conferences, Shore Securities will be called thieves by every media
outlet in New Jersey. Branchtown’s a long way from New York City,
but even The Wall Street Journal might run a
story.

“Could we discuss this in person, Ms. Talbot?
I mean before you turn in that report? Co-mingling is a very
serious charge.”

“I’m headed back to Philadelphia tonight,” she
says. “I don’t see that there’s time.”

My guts twist into a tight ball. Every night,
Shore deposits whatever bonds, stocks and cash we’ve collected
during the day into our New York clearing bank, along with very
specific instructions about what goes where, i.e., our account or
individual customer’s accounts.

“I’m returning to Branchtown next week,” she
says. “You can have input at that time.”

The bank people make occasional mistakes,
putting our customer’s money in with Shore’s, co-mingling client
funds with ours. We don’t know it happens until the next day, until
we see a printout of what the graveyard bank shift did the night
before, but then everything gets sorted and corrected the next
morning by phone.

“If the mistakes are corrected immediately,
how can you call it co-mingling?” I say. “I mean, you have to find
out about a mistake before you can fix it, right?”

“I’ll try to call you next week,” she
says.

 


 



 


 


FOUR

 


I am surreptitiously posed in Mr. Vic’s
mahogany-paneled private office, one hand on the boss’s previously
locked and out-of-bounds liquor cabinet, the other paw on Vic’s
unopened bottle of forty-year-old bourbon, when I hear Carmela
scream.

I have to say, honestly, my first thought is
that Carmela has seen a mouse. The scream is high-pitched, squeaky
and there could be a smile on my face as I reach Vic’s office
doorway to check the sales floor.

But that’s not a mouse chasing Carmela down
the center aisle of Shore’s big telephone room. It’s a
rat—Carmela’s old beaux and Shore’s ex-sales manager, Tom Ragsdale.
The giant rodent Rags holds a steak knife, and he’s fast, too.
Probably the only way to catch him is step on his tail.

Spotting no other available appendages, I dive
for his legs. I’m not really the hero type, but Rags’ small and
demented brain seems focused completely on catching Carmela, and I
personally owe this rat bastard plenty. Before he turned his life
over to booze, drugs and gambling, Rags actually ran me down last
year with his Jaguar.

My lunge hits target, my shoulder making
perfect contact with the back and side of his knee. It’s a classic
tackle, and we tumble together into a ball of fists and elbows, a
crashing jumble against Bobby Gee’s desk. Vince Lombardi would be
proud.

My ears await the rush of cheers and accolades
from the dwindling, late Monday afternoon sales staff as I push up
onto my hands and knees. But the only sound I hear are
gasps.

Wait. Did my pants fall down?

Turning, I see—no—Rags has jumped up faster
than me. While I was scrambling to my feet, Rags grabbed Carmela,
ripped a bond calculator from the top of Bobby Gee’s desk and now
wraps the machine’s electric cord around the poor woman’s
neck.

“Back off, sucker,” Rags says, “or I’m going
to recalculate this bitch’s yield to maturity.”

 


 


“Tony?”

“Yeah?”

I decided to call Brooklyn. It’s what Mr. Vic
told me to do, and except for lining up left-to-right-breaking
putts, and maybe right-to-left ones as well, Mr. Vic’s past advice
has proven...well, not bad.

“My name’s Austin Carr, Tony. My partner Vic
Bonacelli said I should call you if his daughter’s jilted
ex-husband came back and caused trouble.”

“Jelly what?”

“Jilted. Carmela’s ex-husband. He’s
here.”

“Vic’s in trouble?”

This guy Tony sounds like a mental midget.
Hope it’s just a bad first impression. “No, his daughter Carmela’s
in trouble. Vic’s in Italy.”

“Right. Uh...what exactly is going
on?”

I shake my head at the phone, then glance at
Rags and Carmela inside the big glass conference room. He has the
door locked, the cord still tight around Carmela’s neck. Maybe I
should have called the police first, but Rags looks really scary.
Beady, drug-zapped eyes. Oily sweaty skin. I’m afraid he could be
too much for local law enforcement-types like Mallory. Besides, Mr.
Vic told me to call Tony, not the cops.

“Hey, Carr. I’m waiting here.”

“Sorry, Tony. I was just taking a look. Right
this second, Rags is holding Carmela hostage inside our conference
room. He has an electric cord wrapped around her throat. I don’t
know what to do.”

“Did he say what he wants?” Tony
says.

“A hundred grand to pay off some gambling
debt. Says it’s a loan against the stock in Shore he’s signing over
to Carmela as part of their divorce settlement. The split’s not a
done-deal yet, so he thinks he’s got leverage.”

“Okay, that’s good. That’s very good. Tell him
someone’s on the way with the hundred thousand.”

“You seriously want me to tell him you’re
going to give him the money?”

“I’m always serious, Carr. Now get in there,
tell him what I said, make sure he knows he doesn’t get the money
if he hurts Carmela.”

Tony’s confidence is not catching, but it does
somewhat relieve my first impression. He sounds like he knows what
he’s talking about.

“How can I stall him for hours while you get
the money, then drive down from Brooklyn?” I say.

“Your call was transferred to my cell phone,
sunshine. I’m at Clooney’s on the beach, having a drink. I’ll be
with you in ten minutes. Don’t worry about the cash.”

 


 


Handsome man, Tony Farascio. Six-foot plus.
That Mediterranean-dusky look, onyx-black hair with a grizzly beard
that probably sprouts a five o’clock shadow soon after breakfast.
But Tony also sports delicate features, a chin, nose and cheekbones
like a movie star’s. A pretty boy like George Clooney.

Standing outside the conference room, Tony
shows my ex-sales manager Rags what’s inside his New York Giants
sports bag, holding it up to the conference room glass. Must look
like there’s a hundred grand inside because Rags pushes Carmela
farther away, but steps closer himself to the door and reaches down
to open up.

Tony checks over his shoulder to make sure
I’ve emptied the office of potential witnesses, then makes his
move. Big Tony from Brooklyn is quicker than any rodent. As the
door unlocks, Tony kicks the door in, knocking Rags back into
Carmela. Tony’s inside slick as a snake, rips the calculator, then
the cord from Rags’ hands.

By the time I follow Tony inside the
conference room, the skirmish is over. Tony has Rags pinned to the
floor. Carmela cries, but she stands free, off in a neutral corner.
Her previously neat hair sprouts black tufts the size of coffee
mugs.

Tony digs in his pocket. “Bring my car around
back.” He flips me his keys. “It’s the dark blue Caddy at the curb
in front.”

Flat on his back, Rags twists an arm loose and
swings at Tony’s face. Brooklyn Tony catches the flying fist and
pops Rags hard with his other hand. Rags’ eyes roll up inside his
head.

“Don’t hurt him,” Carmela says.

“Move,” Tony says to me. “Get my
car.”

“Right,” I say. “What are you going to do with
him?”

“Please don’t hurt him,” Carmela
says.

Tony stands up. His big smile shows us a movie
star set of pearly caps. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll just relocate
his ass. Like one of those dangerous New Jersey black
bears.”

 


 



 


 


FIVE

 


One week later, I’m grabbing a stool at the
bar of Luis’s Mexican Grill, anxious to eat a couple of Chef
Umberto’s green chili burritos, when the world’s greatest bartender
comes over and leans across the counter.

“Do you know this man?” Luis whispers. His
head tilts, indicating I should look in the direction of the corner
booth nearest the kitchen.

I follow Luis’s gaze. Looks like...it is,
Joseph “Bluefish” Pepperman. Dining with two business-types,
although now that I look a tad closer, both of his friends maybe a
little too athletic and solid under the suits, ties and starched
white collars. That could be a telling bulge against the one’s
ribcage, too.

Bluefish sees me eyeballing his table. He
smiles and I turn away.

“Anybody who bets in Branchtown knows
Bluefish,” I say. “I’ve never seen him in here before, though. Have
you?”

Luis shakes his head, no. “He has never been
here before this afternoon.”

Luis wears his usual black slacks and white
dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up to accentuate the muscles in
his arms. My friend’s high forehead and aquiline nose tell of
European descent, but his black penetrating eyes and high cheek
bones give him a distinct Native American quality as
well.

“Did Bluefish speak to you?” I ask.

“No. He frightened several of my customers
into leaving, but I pointed him out because I believe he has an
interest in you, does he not?”

“What do you mean? Is he staring at
me?”

“Yes he is, and so are his men.”

I turn to stare back at him. Funny name
Bluefish. It’s a common fish on the Jersey Shore, in the tuna
family, but oily like mackerel—too oily for me and many others. I
used to think it must be Bluefish’s greasy appearance that earned
the local bookie his nickname. The black silk shirts. The slicked
back hair. The man definitely sports a slippery quality that seems
to match the oily taste of the fish.

The bookie nods in recognition. His head is
long and narrow. But Bluefish’s nickname has nothing to do with oil
or grease, I learned last year from my friend at the Newark
Herald-Examiner.

“Have you ever see Jersey Shore swimmers
called out of the surf by the lifeguards over of a boiling mass of
fish?” my friend said.

“Yes, two summers ago. I heard somebody say it
was a school of bluefish.”

“I don’t know if the bluefish are in a frenzy
because they’re eating something smaller or because they’re being
eaten by something bigger,” my friend said. “Never asked because I
figured it didn’t matter. It’s the way the school of fish acts that
earned Bluefish his nickname.”

“Violent, you mean?”

“Out of control. Frenzied.”

Glad I remembered that. And truly glad that
except for the ponies once in a while, I don’t gamble. No debts to
bookies, Bluefish or otherwise. This is good because Branchtown’s
minor-league, too starched version of a Brooklyn goon squad, Mr.
Joseph Bluefish Pepperman included, leaves their table and strolls
around the bar in my direction. One good thing: I met Bluefish once
at a restaurant in Spring Lake. Mr. Vic, who was taking me and some
guys to dinner after a round of golf, told us that night that he
knew Bluefish from high school.

“Hey, Carr,” Bluefish says. He offers his
hand.

I’m surprised he remembers my name. There were
four or five of us at the dinner table that night. The guy must
have taken a Dale Carnegie class. I slide off my stool and shake.
“Nice to see you again, Mr. Pepperman.”

He slaps my shoulder like an old drinking
buddy. “Call me Bluefish.”

Luis saying, “It is not good for my business
that you are here.” He leans across the dark horseshoe bar, staring
at Bluefish, showing all of us that windy Halloween look in his
eyes I’ve only seen once or twice before. He says, “I would like
you and your friends to leave.”

Uh, oh.

Bluefish’s two sidekicks slide up quietly
beside their bookie boss, creating a wall to screen us from most of
the restaurant. Bluefish’s men unbutton their coats and show us
pistols stuffed in their belts. Luis may have to reconsider his
poor hospitality.

Across the room, a young woman leads her table
in sharp laughter. The TV behind the bar is blaring spring training
baseball highlights. The restaurant’s familiar onion, cilantro and
simmering chili smells seem suddenly sharp and pungent. My pulse is
up. What the hell is it with me and guns? Suddenly, they’re a major
part of my life.

“Are you leaving?” Luis says. “Or will I call
the police?”

I grew up in the eastern, Mexican-American
section of Los Angeles. Ever since grammar school I’ve admired the
code of honor and fierce pride with which so many Hispanics are
raised. Simply put, my favorite bartender is an hombre. You
feel safe drinking at his bar, but I hope Luis doesn’t think the
switchblade he carries in his back pocket matches him up with these
two semi-automatics.

“We’re happy to leave,” Bluefish says. “Your
food looks like runny dog shit. But you’re coming with us. I think
your big mouth has earned you a spot next to Carr. Get your ass out
from behind the bar.”

Luis’s face hardens into wood. “I have
customers. I will not leave.”

Bluefish glances at his two friends. The
bookie’s pals draw their guns.

 


 



 


 


SIX

 


Bluefish’s black Chevy Suburban crunches
gravel in Luis’s parking lot, then rolls quietly across the
sidewalk into light traffic. Red dash lights cast a hellish glow on
Bluefish and his doublewide driver, Max, who had big trouble
squeezing inside the SUV. Max would have trouble squeezing inside a
bus.

Luis and I are tucked in the Suburban’s middle
row behind Max and Bluefish. From the jump seat behind us,
Bluefish’s two pals in business suits hold their semi-automatics
directly behind our cerebellums.

“Here’s the deal,” Bluefish says. “Tom
Ragsdale is a degenerate gambler. No one will take his action. But
then your asshole boss Vic tells me he’ll guarantee his
son-in-law’s bets. Okay, I know Vic a long time. I take his word.
But a few months go by, and now this hump Ragsdale is into me for
eighty-nine gees.”

“Rags and Vic’s daughter are getting
divorced,” I say.

“So?”

“I’m just saying. But no matter what, why is
this my problem?”

Bluefish’s head turns back to the windshield.
“Everybody tells me Vic’s coming back by the end of summer. Maybe
he does, maybe he doesn’t. In the meantime, I’m holding Shore as
collateral, meaning you and your big mouth friend Poncho here are
going to do me a couple of favors.”

The Suburban turns off Broad Street at Newman
Springs Road and heads toward the Garden State Parkway. Every other
building is a gas station or a liquor store. The good people of
Branchtown like to fuel up before any long ride.

“Carr, you’re going to open an account for me
at Shore Securities, help manage my money.”

Luis raps his window with soft knuckles,
listening at the glass. He silently tests the door handle. Locked.
The driver must have switched on his override. Is my favorite
bartender considering a bailout?

“Sounds painless,” I say to Bluefish, “but a
few months from now you’ll want Shore to accept bags of cash or
stolen negotiable securities. I know how this crap works. It’s why
Mr. Vic never opened an account for you all the time he’s known
you.”

Luis’s hand tests the door handle again. Hope
to hell he doesn’t leave me. That driver Max gives me the creeps.
His head’s the size of a jack-o-lantern, his back and shoulders
like a rhino’s.

“What favor do you ask of me?” Luis
says.

“Liquor distribution. I got a firm in Philly
would like to supply your restaurant.”

“No,” Luis says.

Bluefish’s chin drops to his chest. Very
expressive, this bookie. I should introduce him to Walter. “This
ain’t a negotiation, Poncho...you and me going back and forth. Do
what you’re fucking told or I’ll bury both of you in the pine
barrens.”

He nods out the window. We’re on the Parkway
headed south now. Manicured lines of white pine, oak, and maple
trees border both north and south lanes. Another twenty-five,
thirty miles, the forest turns wilder. Nothing but scrub
pine.

“Perhaps there is a third choice,” Luis says.
“A contest. Myself against your driver.”

Bluefish grunts. “You want a piece of Max?
That’s your solution?” Bluefish shakes his head. “You come across
as smart, too, although maybe I was fooled ’cause you don’t talk
much. But no, I see no benefit to me in that. I’ve got what I want
right now.”

“Perhaps if I include a one-half interest in
the restaurant itself—in addition to my liquor business?” Luis
says.

My man is feeling confident. Is Luis in
possession of material facts of which I am unaware? Maybe something
to do with that door handle?

“I’m impressed,” Bluefish says. “How about
you, Carr? You’re not going along with this dumb idea, are
you?”

I’ve never gone wrong trusting Luis yet. El
Hombre. He’s got a mean plan, I know it.

“Sure I’m going along,” I say. “Here’s my
offer: Max wins, you get your new account at Shore, plus I’ll agree
to launder cash for you, say one hundred grand a month.”

Bluefish scratches his narrow chin. “You’re
actually making this tempting.” He sighs. “Max? What do you
think?”

A bus going the same way zooms by in the fast
lane, a big steel box loaded with senior citizens and their rolls
of slot change headed for Atlantic City. Max the Creeper shrugs.
Like maybe the Suburban went over a bump.

“Max will stomp him,” Max says. Speaking in
the third person like a half-wit. Unlike Mama Bones’ thick Italian
accent, I suspect Max is not cultivating misconceptions.

Bluefish says, “So what’s the rules,
Poncho?”

“Bare hands, no weapons,” Luis says. “The
fight continues until only one man is able.”

“You want to fight Max bare handed? Sounds
like a waste of time,” Bluefish says. “Max?”

The driver’s huge head bounces up and down
maybe an inch. My pulse ticks much higher. This duel is going to
happen. Luis versus Max the Creeper. A pint of sour milk boils
inside my stomach.

“Max stomp him quick,” Max says.

Bluefish stares out the car window. “Well, why
the hell not?”

“If I win, you forget about these favors?”
Luis says.

Bluefish shrugs. “If you win? Right.
You know where to turn off, Max. I can’t notice a five hundred
dollar bill on the sidewalk, not pick it up.”

 


 



 


 


SEVEN

 


The Suburban’s headlights slice through the
inky air like white lasers, searching the blacktop gliding toward
us. Pine and oak trees border both sides of the confined two-lane
road, a thick, black wall of forest. Above the treetops, a narrow
strip of sky shimmers with stars. Bluefish’s window is down, and
inside the rush of wind, a night bird makes lonely
calls.

I’m definitely getting nervous. The only thing
keeping my heart rate below two hundred sits calmly beside me. I’m
pretty sure Luis—mi amigo—can handle anything.

The Suburban’s red glow dash lights fire up
the angled edges of Max the Creeper’s profile. Almost inhuman,
really. Cartoonish. Trick imaging, yes, but I can’t shake the
feeling he’s a monster driving me and Luis down some highway to
hell.

Bluefish saying, “So, Max, tell the guys about
your first job. The one you had when you were thirteen.”

Bluefish thinks this is funny. He covers his
mouth with his fingers. Call it a silly hunch, but I’m going out on
a limb and predict this revelation about creepy Max’s teenage past
is going to make me worry even more about Luis’s future.

“Max work with circus,” the Creeper says.
Talking about himself in the third person again, his voice a
crackling whisper. Broken glass thrown on sandpaper.

“No, tell them what you did for the circus,”
Bluefish says.

“Max wrestle bears.”

Bluefish fakes a cough. “Notice he said
‘bears,’ guys. Not ‘bear.’”

 


 


The Suburban swings into a private driveway.
Six-foot lengths of treated logs bridge the roadside ditch where
water trickles through tall grass. A battered mailbox, shaped like
a black squirrel, stands sentry. How cute, except the critter’s
head has been shot off.

Seventy-five feet off the blacktop, the forest
opens into a grassy clearing with a mulched playground for kids,
slides, a jungle gym, and parking for two dozen cars. Three brick
barbecues line one side of the parking area. Probably where
Bluefish holds his company picnics. Buries his wives and
girlfriends.

The Suburban rolls to a stop against the
parking lot’s log boundary. Luis’s hand is locked onto the door
handle, his gaze pinned on Creeper. Luis’s body language reminds me
of a house cat. Watching like Max is a mouse.

Trouble is Creeper is more like the Giant Rat
of Sumatra.

Bluefish saying, “Do I even need to get out of
the car, Max? I mean, how long could this take?”

I hear Max the Creeper click a switch. All the
Suburban’s doors pop free, and Luis is outside before I smell fresh
air. I saw his hand move this quickly once, when some
pachuko hoisted Luis by the collar and my favorite bartender
went for a switchblade in his back pocket. But Luis’s whole body is
a blur this time. Like that house cat, making his move.

Poking my head outside, watching Luis over the
SUV’s roof, Luis stands loose and ready beside the Suburban’s flank
while Max is still squeezing out from behind the wheel like some
ugly gob of toothpaste.

When Luis kicks Max’s door, stomping on the
hinged steel like he’s breaking down a locked vault, Luis times his
explosion precisely as Creeper’s noggin rises between the top of
the Suburban’s door and the frame. The chunky sound of steel on
Creeper’s head—like someone dropped a stick of butter on the
floor—makes me wince. Max staggers to one knee, blood oozing from
his temple. His shoulders weave, and he tumbles face first onto the
parking lot’s shredded bark. The earth shakes like somebody dropped
a piano.

My heart’s drumming, hard rain on a cardboard
roof. The two guys in suits have scrambled out of the Suburban’s
rear seat, slowly at first to watch the fight, then knocking me
down, pushing past, as Max goes down. They want Luis. One rushes
around the grill, the other goes for the rear bumper to trap him.
My lungs want more oxygen.

Luis stoops out of my view from the top, then
reappears like magic photography back inside the Suburban, sitting
in the driver’s seat. One hand extends a gun toward Bluefish’s
head. Luis must have taken the weapon from Max. A tear of sweat
rolls down my right flank.

I see Luis’s end game, at last, and jump back
inside the Suburban. Same seat I had before, behind Bluefish. Luis
hits the override button as soon as my door shuts, raising all the
windows and locking the three of us inside. Luis grins as he hands
me the gun. What an hombre. “Watch carefully Bluefish’s
hands. If you lose sight of them, shoot.”
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